Reference in relative clauses: The significance of marking low salience and its implications for ‘recency’ and ‘subjecthood’

The connection between salience, coherence and choice of referring expression has been studied extensively. Theoretical and computational models of anaphora resolution rely heavily on the insight that pronouns refer to salient entities (topics) and, as a result, research efforts have focused on identifying factors that make entities salient (e.g. subjecthood). Such models do not reflect the data accurately, however, because they presume that pronouns refer to topics when, in fact, only a subset of pronouns refers to topical entities. In addition to salience factors, a successful theory of reference and pronominal interpretation must identify factors assigning low salience. A challenge for such a theory is to then construct a cognitively plausibly model of pronominal reference to both salient and non-salient entities.  

Following up on earlier work [1], we propose that speakers use syntactic (or possibly semantic) subordination to accommodate entities that are not  topical. In this syntactic locality pronouns may refer to non-topical entities whereas  intersententially pronominal interpretation is primarily determined by topic structure. In this paper, we investigate the salience status of entities evoked in relative clauses by way of corpus-based examination of reference to entities evoked in relative clauses. For 400 tokens of relative clauses, we annotated the definite/indefinite status of the head noun, the restricting/non-restricting function of the relative clause, the grammatical function of the evoked entities, and the type of reference to these entities in subsequent discourse. The results show that the referent of the head noun may be referenced in the subsequent discourse with a pronoun only when it is anchored to an already topical entity, i.e., by virtue of the salience status of the referent in the main clause. Entities, other than the head referent, evoked in relative clauses are rarely referenced, and when they are, the preferred type of referring expression is a full NP. In a follow-up study, we used a measure of topic continuity defined in Centering [2] to evaluate the effect of sentence-final relative clauses in topic continuity. For another 100 tokens, we computed the centering  transition in two conditions, the relative clause processed as an independent attention unit and as part of the unit formed by the main clause.  In most cases a more ‘coherent’ centering transition (e.g. ‘continue’ vs ‘smooth-shift’, or ‘smooth-shift’ vs ‘rough-shift’) was computed in the second condition. These results show that relative clauses do not disrupt topic continuity, thus, facilitating topic continuity across sentences with minimal cognitive effort. Crucially, we identified many cases where a pronoun resolved to the main clause subject and not to the most recent and featurally competing relative clause subject, thus shedding new light to the interaction of salience markers such as ‘recency’ and ‘subjecthood’ (e.g., [3], [4], [2] ) and accessibility hierarchies (e.g., [5], [6]) with clausal markers of low salience.  
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